A small-scale action research project was carried out on students' feedback histories on one undergraduate module. Old grades and comment sheets were collected and analysed by staff for recurring advice to individual students on the target module. This advice was then synthesized to create simple individual learning plans for the students' forthcoming assignments, in other words old feedback was applied to a new task. A number of additional teaching and learning interventions were provided for participants and the statistical outcomes showed a small gain in the grades achieved against those who did not participate. Interviews were held with participants that indicated a number of reasons why feedback was not optimized to assist further learning.
Introduction
Tutors' comments on assessed work, or feedback, can come in several formats and highly variable qualities (Hyland, 2000; QAA, 2000) . In our institution the feedback tends to be written comments on assignment frontsheets, notes on the margins of the text, and an opportunity to have one-to-one verbal feedback at a specified time shortly after the work has been assessed. A good deal of time and thought is expended by teaching staff into personalizing the advice and making it relevant to subsequent learning as well as consolidating the successful elements of the tasks undertaken by the student.
Anecdotal evidence, considerable practitioner experience, and research in our university (Winter & Dye, 2005) , and beyond indicate that not only do many of our students show little interest in the written or oral advice offered to them by the markers, but a substantial number do not even bother to collect their work once it has been assessed, preferring to receive their grades by notification from the examination boards. This means that tutors become used to repeating important advice to some students, with no evidence that they have read, understood, or learned from the points raised by them.
Feedback, however, is inseparable to the learning process (Orsmond et al., 2000) , and successful students show how judicious use of tutors' feedback can enhance and develop learning in highly effective ways. Taras believes that research on feedback shows a consensus that it 'is not a freestanding piece of information, but that it forms part of learning context where all the protagonists need to be engaged in the process ' (2003, p. 550) .
There are many reasons for students not using or valuing tutor feedback (Wojtas, 1998) . For some students, only the numerical grade is of interest to them-simple, unambiguous and meaningful in terms of achievement and progression (Ecclestone, 1998) . Some students will only read the qualitative comments if the quantitative mark is outside their expectations-perhaps to complain if it is surprisingly low, or to bask in the praise of an unexpected A grade. Taras' (2003) suggestion of withholding the grade until students have read and digested the qualitative feedback may reduce that behaviour. Some students may not read/heed the advice due to a combination of not fully understanding the comments (Chanock, 2000) , and not realizing their potential value; it is those students that our intervention hoped to target.
An important reason offered by our students for not using our feedback was the lack of appreciation that comments on one essay could help achievement in a later assignment. Developing a response to this problem involved applying individual students' academic histories to current assessment tasks, something akin to the suggestion of Higgins et al. (2001) , which they term '"feeding-forward" into a piece of work, rather than simply "feeding back"' (p. 274).
Design of the project
Our limited resources resulted in a single module targeted for intervention. This module was a Level 2 module with a credit rating of 15, in effect worth one-eighth of a full time year. The module was a core (requirement) for all students taking the pathway for special needs and inclusion studies (SNIS), but not exclusively for those students, as additional students took it as an elective module. The target module ran in the second semester, enabling those students some experience of Level 2 (and knowledge of their grades), before commencement of the target module.
A strong 'selling' talk was given explaining that additional support, including time on a one-to-one basis, was available for all who would take part. Despite the range of benefits, only 16 of 52 students volunteered for the project. The intervention was planned thus:
Each participant submitted her 'feedback history', a batch of eight or more feedback sheets. More than 150 sheets were analysed by one of the project team for recurring themes or points. Another team member then read them independently and a consensus was formed around the key issues that appeared as repeated difficulties for each participant.
' Each module in the SNIS portfolio has subject-specific assessment criteria printed in the module guide against the grade bandings. This information was used in conjunction with the feedback histories to formulate 'feed-forward' for individual students. In other words, module tutors interpreted the criteria for the next assignment in the light of the comments on students' previous work. Though standardized criteria may be helpful, they are liable to wide variations in interpretation and application (Webster et al., 2000) . In this case, the marker of the forthcoming assignment interpreted the historical feedback thereby increasing relevance.
Much of the advice given in the feedback histories was of limited use in the next assignments. Randall and Mirador (2003) , found that tutors' feedback comments were often aimed at more than one audience. In other words, some of the feedback was not aimed at the student at all, but at internal and external markers and institutional reviewers. Our team had to winnow out summative elements and concentrate on the formative points pertinent to the assessment criteria of their next essay. Rust et al. (2003) , found in their feedback project that 'students … identified exemplars and further explanation as useful in making the assessment criteria more comprehensible ' (p. 151) .
This advice was then fine-tuned using results of a mid-module formative assignment. A support sheet was drawn up and a one-to-one session of up to an hour per student was arranged outside normal teaching time where each participant was supported in analysing their needs and developing an individual learning plan for the next, summative, assignment (Orsmond, 2005) .
In addition to this, a draft-reading service was provided. After the tutorials, students could send by email a draft essay that highlighted the areas of improvement identified during the project. An experienced member of the study skills support team read the work, and commented on each student's improvements so far.
By these methods, each participating student went into the summative assignment having had their advice from past tutors addressed individually by a tutor in relation to the current module.
The feedback notes from other staff included subject areas unfamiliar to the project team, and there was a variety of feedback formats that helped or hindered our synthesis of these. The tutors' feedback was read through to ascertain what, if any, repeated advice was given to any one student. Where an individual student had two or more negative comments from different assignments that stressed the same point, e.g., 'improve your use of the Harvard reference system', the point was listed against that student's name.
It was apparent that many of the tutors' feedback comments had no specific criticism, only vague praise. We needed clear statements of how the grade could be raised if the work was to be repeated. Statements like 'use a more academic style' were clear enough for staff to interpret, but not so for all the students, as they told us in the one-to-one tutorials. As Higgins et al. (2001) state, 'the feedback comments convey a message based on an implicit understanding of particular academic terms, which in turn reflect a much more complex academic discourse, which in turn may be only partially understood by students' (p. 272). A total of 16 issues were synthesized from the tutors' feedback, in no special order:
17. The first 12 points were fairly straightforward to explain, and simple to illustrate in the context of the assignment. For example, 'use more references' was clarified by actually specifying which authors and articles to use for which issues in the assignment. The final four points were more complex and were combined for the purposes of teaching and a section of the advice given is appended (Appendix 1).
A recurring criticism that appears very hard for some students to respond is the exhortation to analyse rather than simply describe (see Chanock, 2000) . Certainly for our team, the experience is that if students don't 'get it' fairly spontaneously, then it is a very hard skill to teach them. Our attempt to explain and teach this skill as feedforward can be seen in Appendix 1, but its impact is very hard to measure in this small project.
Student achievement on the target module
A non-particpating tutor who did not know which students had taken the extra support marked the students' essays. The average grade achieved by students taking the target module was C10.4. The average grade for participating students was B12. However, those students showed a grade history of a higher average than the others taking the module: B11 compared to C 9.5. In other words, it tended to be the higher achievers that opted for the additional support.
The students were marked on the university's 16-point scale, with D5 a clear pass, rising to A16 for the top score. Of the 15 students within the sub-sample, eight had achieved a grade above their average on the module assessment, two students had achieved a grade below their overall average, while five had been awarded a grade equal to their overall average. It should also be noted that five students had achieved a grade that was two points or more above their overall average, while only one student had achieved a grade two points below their overall average.
The small sample provides only tentative statistical evidence to suggest that participating students achieved improved grades as a result of the additional interventions. The situation regarding comparisons between achievement in participating students and non-participating students is further clouded by that fact that all written resources for this project were given to all the students on the module. If such additional input had been restricted to the project participants it would have been unethical, but might have accentuated the difference in achievement between the groups.
Group interviews
One of the important points for discussion was what these students usually do with their feedback. Even with so few students we had a variety of replies ranging from looking at the grade only, to reading it thoroughly to see where they had done well/ not so well, then reviewing it before the next essay. The students' names have been changed, and deliberately do not correspond to the names against the grades in the table above.
Laura:
If it is towards the higher end, I wouldn't read the feedback-forget it! But if it's lower, I might look to see what I can improve. Muzta:
… Like this morning I got a decent grade and it was quite a few minutes before I bothered to read the feedback, because I got a good grade. … The comments inside I think are sometimes more important than outside, because a lot of the time you can look at the front, but you want to see how that applies to what you've actually done, even if it's just a tick or 'good' or whatever. I do try to use it, because I know some things come up time and time again.
What was done with the feedback depended on a number of factors, some related to the individual, some to the grade, and others related to the format of the feedback provided.
Muzta:
My problem really comes with [Subject 3], because a lot of the time they just print a set sheet with a checklist and they tick it and they give it you back and that's it. Nell:
Yeah, same with [Subject 2]. Muzta:
Sometimes with SNIS, I think there should be more inside, but if the stuff on the outside is quite specific, then it's OK.
This variety in style and quality of feedback seemed to reduce the students' overall valuing and application of feedback. One form of feedback may not suit all subject areas or all assessment tasks, but neither did the seemingly haphazard variety suit these students, and it appears that (certainly in our SNIS subject area) we could do more to explain the rationale behind the marking and feedback regimes. Our project asked students to use old feedback comments against new tasks, but did they apply this before the project, and did they continue with it in subsequent essays?
Olivia:
Not really, I mean I did for this one, because I had to […] and I got it out last night when I looked at it to see how I could improve my new one for special needs, for critical analysis, but it is really just making mental notes of it.
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I probably just make a mental note of it, I don't really go back to and read it again. ND: Doing this project you were kind of forced into looking at what you'd got before in terms of comments, did you find that a useful thing for that essay, or was it just something that you did because you had to for this project? Olivia:
No, I did it 'cos I knew it was going to help me. ND:
But you haven't done it again since, have you?
Habits of all types are hard to change, and when there is a time-cost to such a change in behaviour there may be a hidden penalty in time wasted on that exercise which has subsequently dropped the grade rather than raised it. During the open discussion of the usefulness of the project, a fairly business-like attitude became evident, in that students said they would change their way of working if there were tangible benefits, an extrinsic motivation discussed below.
In the interviews the students were offered a number of plausible reasons that students generally might have for not using the feedback comments on other essays. This was one area of unanimity.
ND:
'The module is finished and is no use to further essays'-do you think that would be a common thing [students might say]? All:
Yeah.
You'd all agree with that? Quillia:
Yeah, especially when it's not like your referencing that comes up time and time again. … It's topic-type feedback that really within a module is no use to you. Like in SNIS now, with the formative and summative assignments it is fine, but in [Subject 2] we have had one on 'A' and one on 'Z' and they are not, like related, 'cos you are getting different things in the different assignments … Rhiannon: I don't know if it would be different if you were a single-honours student (i.e., took only one subject). Quillia:
Possibly.
This was a tacit expectation of the research team before the project: modularization may give flexibility, but can lack meaningful continuity. Prior to the commencement of the project, one of the responses to staff pleas for students to use feedback on their marked work was that the summative assignments for modules were conclusive and self-contained, and it was difficult to see how comments about raising the grade for a completed module on, say dyslexia, could help improve grades on the next essay on, say autism (Ding, 1998) .
Indeed, this example uses cognate topic areas, whereas our modular system allows for much more disparate choices of topic, especially in a joint subject degree. Clearly, some students found it difficult to unpick the subject-specific or topic-content advice from the generic advice to improve future achievement (Higgins et al., 2002) . The situation was aggravated by haphazard arrangements in organized feedback opportunities, as students might need written feedback followed by a chance to discuss and explicate the comments in a live one-to-one interview, but find that the tutor has changed office hours, left the university, etc. In addition to this, several commented 'Feed-forward' 277 upon the tardiness of simply getting the grades back, irrespective of the qualitative aspects of feedback.
But in [Subject 3] they have a formative which is supposed to help you with the summative after it, but we have not had the work back from the formative before we had to do the summative! (Muzta)
During the 2003 SEDA conference in Birmingham, UK (Duncan, 2003) , we showed the collated tutors' comments and feedback sheets to fellow delegates in one of the workshops and asked for their views on their quality, consistency, etc. A consensus was expressed that the feedback was generally fairly anodyne and gave nothing specific on which students could build improvements. Some colleagues pointed out that even low-graded work had no criticism on it that could be used for development. These ideas were raised with the student groups-did students understand the feedback, was it clear enough, could it be more critical without being demoralizing?
Most felt that the specific comments were understandable, but that many were so vague they could not be properly understood, in other words, they were not difficult to comprehend, but badly focused or poorly expressed. Two students thought that comments like 'critically analyse' should be explained/taught during first year, but by second and third year experience had made this less of a problem.
The well-worn phrase 'less description, more analysis' and its variants used by countless HE tutors is dealt with in depth by Chanock (2000) . She found that even the staff writing such remarks had a less than certain grasp of what was actually required by the exhortation. Across disciplines, the broad consensus was even more fragile, and in some cases actually contradictory.
The issue of praise versus criticism sparked a deeper debate.
ND: How about 'the comments are too harsh, and it's too upsetting to go over the work again'? Unknown: I've had that … Rhiannon: I've had the complete opposite, from [tutor in Subject 4] . He gave me a B13 and did not write anything negative on it, so I said 'how is it not an A then?' If he can't find anything wrong with it … and that made me probably more angry than if he had written negative stuff. Quillia:
Yes, but that comes down again to how you are as an individual-like Rhiannon is … whatever! ND:
There are loads of people that would be chuffed to get a B13 … […] Quillia:
Yeah, but how can you improve on anything, at the end of the day we are all here aiming to do our very best. SP: Do you feel, I'm not putting words in your mouth, but cheated somehow that someone has marked your work but they haven't written stuff … Unknown: I've considered that … Nell:
Well I've written stuff that I've thought, oh! I hope that quote doesn't get taken the wrong way. But later when I had it marked the tutor hadn't even commented. It makes me think that sometimes they don't even read it. Sophie:
I have had the odd one, when the tutor picked on every single grammatical error […] I found that irritating.
N. Duncan
To complicate matters, Olivia, who had a similar achievement profile to Rhiannon maintained that criticism was demoralizing, and whilst it was useful to point out shortcomings in the work she simply liked to be praised by the tutor.
The project had offered a range of support activities: feedback history analysis, formative assignment feedback, assignment specific advice sheet, one-to-one tutorials, and a draft-reading service, but little had been seen as worthwhile.
ND:
What was the most helpful feature of this project for you? Laura:
The one to one tutorial time I had with Steve. Muzta:
Steve's critical analysis exercise on a one to one. Quillia:
Same here, doing the one to one session on my work. I mean, it definitely helped to gather all the stuff together and sit down with someone to analyse it, but a lot of the comments were so varied and different types, it made it hard.
[…] ND:
So has the project changed your way of using feedback since? Rhiannon: No. Muzta:
I'm a bit more conscious of it. Laura:
No, it hasn't changed me. Sophie:
No. Nell:
No.
Discussion
One immediate issue that concerned the project team was the low student response to this offer of additional help. Despite a 'hard sell' approach, plenty of notice, and a careful attempt to minimize additional student time/workload, only 16 of a possible 52 students (31%) volunteered for this project, and one of those dropped out. The low take-up of this offer was surprising to us as many students had expressed through previous module evaluation forms their desire for more one-to-one tutorial opportunities (but see Johnson for a closer examination of this problem; Johnson, 2000) . Also, the provision of a draft-reading service was thought by staff to be a tempting one for students, as there are frequent student requests for such a service.
In the one-to-one tutorials, students were extremely receptive to the advice, and appeared to benefit from the personal contact that the additional resources in the project afforded. It was noted that many of the participating students had read the historical advice, but for one reason or another had not discussed it with the marker.
A third issue related to the quality and style of written feedback to the students. How such variety helps student learning must be the subject of another project, but it certainly had an impact on the present study. There was a preponderance of positive and encouraging comments on feedback sheets at the expense of clear practical advice on how to improve the quality in subsequent work, or at least clarify issues in the students' minds. This absence of identified areas for improvement meant that analysing the feedback comments in order to construct feed-forward was very difficult.
Markers may not solely have the student in mind as an audience for their comments. Additionally, many markers may use the front-sheet to simply summarize what they have described as notes on the script, others may use them in conjunction with an expected oral session that might or might not actually take place. This means that our criticism of vague written comments taken out of context might well be unfair.
Summary
This study developed from the frustration of tutors who were reduced to pleading that students should engage with their assignment feedback in order to avoid the same negative remarks appearing on their work in future.
Conducting this project has highlighted a number of strengths and weaknesses in our own practice as well as testing out some innovations in the area of feedback and feed-forward. The results are not conclusive but they do hold some promise that how and why we write feedback can be improved to raise students' learning.
The issue that now faces us is that of incorporating tutor feedback into subsequent student work in a more iterative way. Sadler, an earlier user of the term feedforward suggests: 'students should be given an opportunity and incentive to rework and resubmit papers, with continuous rather than single-shot access to evaluative feedback during the reworking' (Sadler, 1983, p. 74) .
This might be achieved through a modification of some of our assessment regimes to include student responses to feedback as part of the assessment procedure, blending formative and summative assessment with key skills and make feed-forward a useful teaching and learning activity.
